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ize or individualize trauma and privilege 
certain forms of knowledge.12 However, 
these critiques are themselves situated in 
their own cultural contexts. Firstly, they risk 
overlooking both the enormity of psycho-
logical pain and the agency with which 
people may internalize and mobilize diag-
nostic categories in order to inhabit their 
experiences of loss. Secondly, they often 
assume a top-down biomedical apparatus 
imposing itself on people’s interpreta-
tions. Iranian public discourses of mental 
health, however, were not merely the out-
come of hegemonic biomedical interven-
tions upon passive recipients, but grew 
out of a long history of Iranian psychiatry 
and historical conditions and institutional 
(medical, psychiatric, and governmental) 
discourses that were performatively and 
actively mobilized by people toward spe-
cific political and clinical ends (Behrouzan 
Prozak Diaries). There is little room in pre-
vailing critiques of trauma for such perfor-
mative mobilization of clinical discourses 
by ordinary people.
These critiques also risk overlooking the 
complex ways people pragmatically com-
bine various cultural resources and episte-
mologies that are far from mutually exclu-
sive. A cultural investigation into the 
symbolism that underlies Iranians’ inter-
pretations shows the importance of under-
standing the historical and emotional tra-
jectories of their affective structures in 
relation to Shi‘ism and mysticism (Good et 
al.; Fischer, Iran; Fischer and Abedi; 
Beeman), as well as more recent histories 
of post-revolutionary anomie and double-
bind (Behrouzan Prozak Diaries). Finally, 
when problematizing the dominance of 
“trauma” in mental health discourses, 
scholarship has hardly provided alterna-
tive frameworks that can speak to both 
clinical realities and cultural particularities.
This is where anthropological and psycho-
analytical listening can complement each 
other in examining Iranians’ generational 
narratives of past toromā, as these narra-
tives demand close attention not only to 
content, but also to modes of sharing and 
interpretation as well as the intense emo-
tional reactions they evoke. Understanding 
their cultural symbolism is as important as 
understanding psychological [coping] 
mechanisms (Behrouzan, Prozak Diaries). 
Key here is the necessity of a marriage 
between the psychological and the politi-
cal; i.e., the recognition of the very real 
psychological burden of experiences that 
are nonetheless socio-politically config-
ured.
Psychoanalysis maintains that unrecog-
nized losses could be followed by hyper-
remembering.13 Among young Iranians, 
the compulsive revival and mobilization of 
the 1980s cultural relics facilitates active 
historicization and witnessing to a decade 
of toromā that “took away” a generation’s 
childhood and to losses for which mourn-
ing was largely forbidden. Chief among 
those losses was the massacre of thou-
sands of political prisoners, an unspoken 
tragedy that took over two decades to 
enter public discourse and that contrib-
uted to yet further generational forma-
tions among the survivors, many of whom 
were parents to the 1980s children. These 
contexts are utterly significant. In her Act 
of Witnessing, Veena Das argues that 
while individual lives are defined by their 
contexts, “they are also generative of new 
contexts” (Das: 210). These acts of remem-
bering created dynamic cultural contexts, 
online and offline, in blogs and works of 
art, in dreams and waking life, where 
recursive processes of remembering or 
forgetting continue to produce new con-
texts, language forms, and generational 
sensibilities.14 This contextualized mem-
ory-work reveals the situatedness of both 
trauma and toromā in their particular cul-
tural and historical trajectories. 
Trauma theories (primarily North 
American) often assume trauma is an 
essential, singular, or total event. The influ-
ential work of Cathy Caruth (Caruth 
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Unclaimed Experience), for example, fol-
lows Freud in arguing that psychic trauma 
is not locatable in one’s past, but rather “in 
the way that its very unassimilated nature…
returns to haunt the survivor.”15 She main-
tains that trauma manifests in belated 
rearticulations of the traumatic event in 
one’s language and actions, in order to 
work through the incomprehensibility of 
what was not fully grasped at the time of 
its occurrence. This delayed narrative, in 
turn, becomes traumatic; turning into “…a 
wound that cries out, that addresses us in 
the attempt to tell us of a reality or truth 
that is not otherwise available” (Caruth 
Unclaimed Experience: 4). The theory also 
argues that there is an urge, an “inherent 
necessity,” for belated repetitions of expe-
rience that can in turn be further traumatiz-
ing. The reconstruction of traumatic mem-
ory will thus require a delayed dialogue, 
with the therapeutic aim of liberating the 
victim from the silence imposed (on lan-
guage) by the unspeakability of the expe-
rience. There is shared ground here with 
anthropology’s awareness of the impos-
sibility of history as a grand narrative.16 
However, anthropology remains acutely 
sensitive to the cross-cultural interpreta-
tions of this therapeutic encounter and 
inherent power relations between the so-
called victim’s voice and the listener. 
In my work on listening to the compulsive 
repetitions of generational memories and 
the re-traumatizing effect of remembering 
(particularly in dreams), psychoanalytical 
frameworks have been extremely helpful. 
But a solely psychoanalytical focus would 
have failed in capturing two significant 
features. The first is the culturally genera-
tive capacity of such retellings—i.e., the 
generational, historical, political, and cul-
tural meanings that individuals assign to 
their narratives and the cultural and politi-
cal forms they create out of them. This 
argument is not a matter of normative 
judgement, nor is it undermining the psy-
chological burden of experience; rather, it 
is about recognizing the complexity of a 
metaphorical grey zone and inhabiting 
the black and the white at once. Secondly, 
beyond unconscious repressive mecha-
nisms, Iranians’ memory-work was also 
subject to other forms of inarticulation and 
silencing in the 1980s and belated articula-
tion since the 1990s (particularly in the vir-
tual space). For them, the psychoanalytical 
belatedness of articulation was inter-
twined with the silencing of censorship, 
culture wars, and intra- and intergenera-
tional politics of legitimation or suspicion 
(Behrouzan Prozak Diaries). 
Other psychoanalytical theories of trauma 
offer commonalities with anthropology 
and room for cultural analysis.17 The 
Laplanchian and object relations psycho-
analytic theories, for example, shift the 
focus away from the traumatic event and 
towards processes of remembering and 
meaning-making (Laplanche and Pontalis). 
While for Caruth (or Freud) it is the trau-
matic event that returns and traumatizes 
and is eventually meant to be re-assimi-
lated and recovered in the analytical pro-
cess, for Laplanchian and British theories, 
it is the belated processes of association 
that render memory traumatic. This 
approach allows us to situate the experi-
ence in the social context in which remem-
bering is enabled, forced, or forbidden. 
(What happens, for example, when grief 
endures over time for one whose child 
was executed in prison but whose death 
cannot be publicly acknowledged or 
mourned three decades later?). This 
approach is thus complementary to 
anthropological insight into the context of 
traumatic experience and memory-work 
(Das The Act of Witnessing; Life and 
Words).
Moreover, this approach underscores lin-
guistic and cultural symbolics and there-
fore the incommensurability of experi-
ences across different factions of a 
generation. It thus helps to de-universalize 
trauma, providing another point of com-
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plementarity with anthropological schol-
arship that explores the cultural contexts 
of mental illness (Kleinman Culture and 
Depression; Kleinman Illness Narratives; 
Good). Finally, by focusing on the inter-
pretations and meanings forwarded by 
narrators themselves, it allows their voices 
to emerge (in all their complexity and con-
tradictions) within their own cultural gram-
mar and local contexts. This shift of focus 
to performativity provides a useful conver-
sation with anthropology. And it is in this 
conceptual conversation that I situate the 
concept of rupture (as opposed to trauma) 
for understanding toromā. Conceptually, 
trauma is deemed universal, individual, 
and singular. Rupture captures the particu-
lar, shared, and fluid nature of memory-
wounds; it takes our focus away from the 
external “event” and toward the conse-
quent processes of sharing, remember-
ing, and working through memory-
wounds that are otherwise muted by 
either institutional memory or clinical clas-
sifications.  
The historically informed modes in which 
Iranian youth reconstruct experiences of 
toromā underscore political and cultural 
hermeneutics. Toromā is hardly about a 
single traumatic event; it is scattered 
across historical occurrences and relays 
how history is psychologically lived by 
infusing itself into the present and the 
future. Persian vocabularies such as 
toromā, khoreh-ye ruhi (psychological 
canker-like wound), āsib-e ruhi (loosely, 
“psychological damage”), zarbeh-ye ruhi 
(blow to the soul), and feshār-e ruhi (dis-
tress and pressure on the soul/psyche) 
emerge within their own psychological 
grammar (Behrouzan Prozak Diaries). The 
concept of rupture conveys the diffused 
nature of these psychological experiences 
that are rooted in disturbing historical 
conditions and their aftermath. Ruptures 
manifest through cultural references, 
emotional themes, and, significantly, new 
language forms with which disturbing 
experiences are performatively internal-
ized and interpreted. Understanding 
ruptures therefore necessitates under-
standing the cultural, linguistic, and 
psy cho logical significations of the histori-
cal legacy they belong to.
Trauma is assumed to be experienced by 
the individual; ruptures, however, are 
intersubjectively interpreted, negotiated, 
legitimated, and reconstructed, ultimately 
informing generational demarcations. 
Ruptures continually seep into the social 
mind. Being shared is their condition of 
possibility. While trauma is assumed to be 
psychological and pathological, ruptures 
can be culturally generative, creating new 
socialities, communities, language forms, 
and cultural aesthetics. What differenti-
ates them from a purely pathologized 
understanding of trauma is also the fact 
that, while they undoubtedly disrupt life 
and create psychological pain, they also 
paradoxically carry the possibility of 
working through themselves due to the 
cultural and political forms they can har-
ness. This is additionally significant in 
terms of their representational ethics: “we 
are not victims,” young Iranians ada-
mantly remind us. 
These generational re-articulations help to 
anchor oneself in time and distinguish 
oneself from those who do not share their 
experience, thus mapping broader social 
and political discourses that shape one’s 
subjectivity. As if an attempt to make tem-
porality intelligible as non-linear, incohe-
sive, and eruptive, they make a historical 
claim toward a decade that marks for them 
the beginning and the end of times. 
Anchoring themselves in time is not a mat-
ter of chronology or eventfulness (or 
trauma for that matter); rather, it is about 
the pull of the evocations, the inner tur-
moil, projections, transferences, and dis-
placements that a particular moment in 
their shared past evokes in them and cre-
ates a community of avid rememberers.
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